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Safety

Migraines don’t have to be a headache for
employers

It’s a late fall afternoon and the
sun is setting. A transit driver
headed for her last stop for the

day turns west down a tree-lined
street. As the sun filters through tree
branches, the driver is hit by a strobe-
light effect. A wave of nausea warns
her that a migraine is on the way.

Migraines affect about six per-
cent of men and 18 percent of
women, adding up to about 36 mil-
lion people in the United States,
according to MAGNUM, a national
migraine awareness group. Migraines
are also in the top 20 most debilitat-
ing diseases in the world. Driving
with a migraine is dangerous for both
the driver and the passengers, but
missed work due to migraines can
really add up. How can an agency
work with an employee suffering from
migraines to minimize the occurrences
and maximize productivity?

Migraine myths & facts
Migraine sufferers might not bring
their condition to the attention of
supervisors for fear of discrimination
based on myths, says Michael John
Coleman, director of MAGNUM.
For instance, the myth that migraines

are caused by stress lays blame on the
sufferer for lack of control in his or
her life. In fact, during a migraine,
the blood vessels in the brain dilate,
says Coleman, but when a person is
under stress, the body’s blood vessels
constrict. Drugs that stop migraines
actually bring on the physiology of a

stress attack by constricting the blood
vessels in the brain.

Because bright lights tend to
aggravate migraines, many
“migraineurs” as MAGNUM calls
them, will wear dark glasses, even
indoors. They may also walk with a
slight stagger, which Coleman says
has no effect on a person’s ability to
operate gas and brake pedals in a
vehicle. This kind of behavior some-
times leads employers to suspect
employees of being drug addicts or
alcoholics instead of migraineurs.

Migraines do not affect everyone
equally. Migraines are caused by a
poly-genetic disease that can origi-
nate from one, two, or three genes in
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a migraineur. A person who rarely
suffers from migraines or has mild
symptoms may only have one gene
involved, while another person who
frequently shows intense symptoms
may have all three genes involved.

Not all migraine sufferers have
headaches, either. Headaches are a

symptom, says Coleman, but they do
not necessarily always accompany
migraines. Some people will never
have headaches but suffer from nausea
instead.

ADA protection?
Coleman says migraines, like epilepsy,
are an episodic disability protected
under the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA) depending
on the severity and frequency of the
condition. Tommy Thompson, U.S.
Secretary of Health and Human
Services, classified migraines as a dis-
ability in a letter to the International
Headache Congress in 2003.

Transit employers or human
resources staff can help migraine 
sufferers by taking a proactive
approach. Employers should talk
with employees and make them feel
comfortable discussing medical
issues that might affect their jobs.
Employers should also learn to rec-
ognize some common migraine
symptoms, which will help prevent
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Many people who suffer from
migraines wear sunglasses, even
indoors.

Sources:
“Migraine Headaches Cause Pain for Employers,” by Iris Arnold, ADA

Compliance Guide, November 2005.
Migraine Awareness Group: a National Understanding for Migraineurs.

2006. MAGNUM Homepage— http://www.migraines.org/disability/
Medical Examination Report for Commercial Driver Fitness Determination,

retrieved March 20, 2006. FMCSA Homepage— http://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/
documents/safetyprograms/Medical-Report.pdf



Fall 2006 Kansas RTAP Driver
Training Workshops: Skills for
the Experienced Driver
October 9—Topeka
October 10—Emporia
October 11—Chanute
October 18—Wichita
November 1—Hays
November 2—Garden City
November 3—Salina

For more information, call
or email Rose at 785-864-
2594, rosemary@ku.edu; or
visit our Web site at
http://www.ksrtap.kutc.ku.edu.

Oct. 22-25, 2006 
17th National Conference on
Rural Public and Intercity Bus
Transportation
Stevenson, Washington
Contact: Robin Phillips,
Transportation Research Board
Phone: (360) 705-7929
Web site: http://www.
trbruralconference.org

November 5-7, 2006  
2006 Transit Marketing
Seminar & Spotlight Awards
Corpus Christi, Texas 
Contact SWTA at
http://www.swta.org or call 
210-366-1436

January 21-25, 2007 
TRB 86th Annual Meeting
Washington, DC.
http://www.trb.org or email
TRBMeetings@NAS.edu.

February 8-9, 2007  
National Conference on
Disaster Planning for the
Carless Society 
New Orleans, Louisiana 
For more information, call
(504) 280-6680 or (800)
258-8830; email mhnoveva@
uno.edu; Web site: http://www.
carlessevacuation.org. 

February 11-13, 2007  
SW Transit Association 27th
Annual Conference and EXPO 
Austin, Texas  
For more information:
http://www.swta.org or call 
210-366-1436

Calendar

Rural Transit Conferences and Workshops

Editor’s Note: 
To include meetings or 
workshops in our calendar,
send information to:
Kansas Trans Reporter, KUTC,
1530 W. 15th St., Room 2160,
Lawrence, KS 66045.
Email: weaver@ku.edu
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technology that can be easier to use
than an interactive route map. You
could include this feature in the same
section of your Web site as the map.
A trip planner works much like an
online mapping service where you

enter your location and destination
and it tells you the fastest route. A
trip planner goes a step further by
suggesting which routes to take and
where to make connections.

Travel 511, a travel guide for the
San Francisco Bay Area, has a good
example of an online trip planner on
their Web site. You simply fill out an
online form that asks you where you
are, where you want to go, and what
time you are leaving. The planner
then shows which routes to take and
which connections to make, based on
the information you provided (see

employers from making mistaken
assumptions that an employee is
using drugs or alcohol.

Reasonable accommodations for
employees should be made, but if an
employee is frequently missing work
due to migraines, Coleman advises
that a human resources person sug-
gest the employee visit a neurologist
for treatment. Preventative drugs
such as Topamax or Depakote ER,
along with learning to avoid
migraine triggers such as Aspartame
or MSG in foods, may reduce occur-
rences of migraines.

If your employee is using pre-
scribed medicine for migraines it is
important for him or her to check
with a doctor to see if the medica-
tion will interfere with driving. Your
employee should also report the pre-
scription drugs to his or her supervi-
sor or designated human resource
person. For more information about
migraines and the ADA, visit
www.migraines.org. �

Migraines,
continued from page 11

page 13). While many large agencies
have their own trip planners, other
smaller agencies have cooperated
with each other to develop trip plan-
ners that cover entire regions and
multiple agencies.

All of these features will improve
your transit Web site. Some of them
are easy to implement and practical

for smaller agencies while others
might not be necessary, but provide a
glimpse at the future. It is up to you
to determine which ones will benefit
your community.

In our next issue we will discuss
how to incorporate customer out-
reach, contact information, and
agency news into your Web site. We
will also look closer at how your
agency can go about implementing
Web site features. �

A trip planner goes a step further than an online
map by suggesting which routes to take and where
to make connections.


